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Abstract

Abstract
Nevada experienced one of the worst economic downturns in the nation following the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which exposed the vulnerability of Nevada workers. In his 2021 State of
the State address, Governor Steve Sisolak highlighted aligning the state’s workforce development
capacity with community colleges to best leverage federal funding and statewide infrastructure for
jobs training and economic recovery. In addition, he said, “I will be asking the Legislature to work
with the Nevada System of Higher Education over the next two years to develop a framework
transitioning Nevada’s community colleges to a new independent authority that will focus on
making Nevadans’ job ready.” The result of that legislative ask was a study committee (Assembly
Bill (AB) 450), which is meeting during the first half of 2022. The Community College Workforce
Training & Programs Committee discussed creating a grant to provide five million dollars for nontraditional students in the form of a scholarship. Governance reform was hardly addressed.
Community colleges are an asset for helping students receive training for “middle skill”
occupations to fill needed roles. The unitary structure of the NSHE and the governance oversight
by the University of Nevada Board of Regents is unique in how other states govern their
community colleges and support workforce development initiatives. In this policy brief, I delve
into Nevada’s Legislative History regarding higher education and analyze the governance and
funding of community colleges in neighboring Mountain West states (Arizona, Colorado, New
Mexico, and Utah), provide regional economic context, and offer policy recommendations.
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Introduction
Nevada’s economy suffered immensely throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. The state’s
reliance on tourism and hospitality was evident in March 2020 when virtually all businesses were
shut down and the Las Vegas Strip ceased operations for over two months. Although tourism has
rebounded, Nevada workers have not. In March 2022, Nevada’s labor force participation rate was
59.7%, down from 64.2% in February 2020 (Federal Reserve Economic Data). The state is down
over 75,000 jobs from its February 2020 peak of 1.51 million (Bureau of Labor Statistics). Given
these economic realities, state and local leaders have identified community colleges as a key
investment for the state to prepare residents for new employment opportunities and improve
workforce development programs, as some positions in the hospitality sector are unlikely to return
(The Lincy Institute, Brookings Mountain West, 2022; SRI International, et. al., 2020). These
economic conditions necessitate robust policy responses and a modernization of Nevada’s
economic assets.
Key to this is the governing of the state’s institutions of higher education for supporting
economic development and diversification. Governance is defined as “the structure and process of
decision making a college uses to address internal and external issues” (Amey, Jeesup-Anger,
Jessup-Anger, 2008 citing Cohen and Brawer, 2003; Gayle, Tewarie, and White Jr., 2003; Levin,
1998). Governance matters because it allows organizations to define a clear operational mission
and to meet internal and external demands and expectations. In higher education, “effective
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governance provides institutional purpose, clarifies strategic direction, identifies priorities, and
exerts significant control to management outcomes” (Gayle, Tewarie, and White Jr., 2003).
Without effective governance, organizations struggle with miscommunication, cultural
challenges, high turnover rates, misallocation of funds, and a lack of leadership and expertise. As
community colleges are one part of a broader ecosystem in the higher education and workforce
development world, they are subject to internal and external forces, including political and
financial considerations and constraints. Ronald H. Heck discusses these factors in Studying
Educational and Social Policy, in that “political culture appears to impose rules and restrictions
on what reforms will be proposed and implemented (2004, p. 99).” None withstanding
organizational challenges, community colleges support students in educational attainment,
achievement of economic mobility, and service to their communities.
In Nevada, workforce development is spread across various agencies. Some programs are
situated under the Governor’s Office, and all the state’s institutions of higher education (including
two research universities, one state college, one research center, and four community colleges) are
further governed by a single Board of Regents, with administration handled by the Nevada System
of Higher Education (NSHE). This unitary structure is unique to most other states in the nation.
Most U.S. states delineate the governance boards of state colleges and universities from
community colleges to allow for greater local insight and input. This allows for more transparent
governance and organizational goals as they relate to local needs. Further, some states, such as

6

Arizona, provide local funding support for community colleges, while Nevada does not. Nevada
community colleges remain an avenue for providing workforce and economic development.
In his 2021 State of the State address prior to the convening of the 81st Legislature, Nevada
Governor Steve Sisolak urged lawmakers to work with NSHE over the next two years to “develop
a framework transitioning Nevada’s community colleges to a new independent authority that will
focus on making Nevadans’ job ready” (Nevada State of the State Address, 2021). The resulting
legislation was Assembly Bill (AB) 450, an interim study committee composed of members from
the Governor’s Office of Economic Development (GOED), NSHE, business leaders, union and
trade officials, and a community college president (Nevada Assembly Bill No. 450, 2021). The
findings of the report shall be presented to the Governor, Legislature, and others on or before
August 1, 2022. The study committee is holding monthly meetings between January 2022 and
June 2022. AB450 itself makes no mention of actively transitioning community colleges out of
the current system over the next two years, and it remains to be seen if legislators will act upon
the recommendations of the study committee during the 82nd Legislative Session. As of May
2022, one of the only discussions on community college governance was a presentation by Regent
Jason Geddes and his summarization of the 2013 - 2014 interim study committee, where it was
proposed that community colleges be placed under the Nevada Department of Education
(Community Colleges Workforce Training & Programs Committee, 2022). SB391 (discussed in
the next section) was mentioned at the May 11, 2022 meeting as a point of order that the state
already explored community college governance reform in the past.
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The purpose of this policy brief is to summarize Nevada’s current higher education and
workforce development structure, with an emphasis on the role of community colleges. A
legislative review of proposed changes and studies regarding Nevada’s community college
governance structure is evaluated, along with how workforce development is delineated within the
State of Nevada. Next, I compare Nevada’s public community college governance and funding
formulas with the neighboring Mountain West states of Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and
Utah, as they have similar demographics, development trends, and historical underpinnings to the
Silver State. Lastly, I explore economic diversification in the comparative Mountain West states,
and offer policy recommendation to Nevada legislators to consider improvements for Nevada’s
community colleges, including governance reforms.

Nevada History on Community College Reform Efforts
Since the founding of Elko’s Community College in the 1960s (what is now Great Basin
Community College), recommendations were made to separately govern Nevada’s two-year
colleges and four-year institutions (Martinez, 2014). Arthur D. Little, Inc. was commissioned for
a study by the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, Burnell Larson, on how to organize and
implement changes to the state’s burgeoning community college system (1968). The report authors
conclude that:
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A time will eventually be reached when a coordinating function, which at best is difficult,
will have to become a separate administrative function and program in order to effectively
cope with the variety and scale of the need [for community college education]. At that time
it will be necessary to assign responsibility for these educational programs to a single
authority, whatever its form (S-5).

They go on to list four alternatives for how community college governance can be formed
within the state and outside the purview of the University Board of Regents and recommend
additional community colleges be established in Reno and Las Vegas to support the state’s
growing population and economic development (p. 93).

They also write:

If the people of Nevada decide to make a commitment to provide its citizens with a
comprehensive and coordinated program of post-secondary, sub-baccalaureate educational
opportunities, we recommend that an independent State Board of Public Community
Colleges be established. The educational mission of this board of control would directly
reflect this mandate. It would formalize with proper authority the responsibility for
allocating resources for the programs that this commitment requires. It would be the
function of this board of control to give primary support and policy direction for its
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programs. It is necessary that this board of control understand and accept responsibility for
leadership and policy direction in the development of a new level of universal public
education in Nevada, the public community college. (S-6)

The report findings were ignored and over the years, all four of Nevada’s public
community colleges (Great Basin, Truckee Meadows, College of Southern Nevada, and Western
Nevada) were placed under the administration of the NSHE and the Board of Regents of the
University of Nevada. All of Nevada’s higher education institutions are funded by the same
formula, a practice the 1968 Little report indirectly cautioned against, as at the time it was already
difficult to coordinate public education “until specific, comprehensive responsibility and
earmarked funding are assigned to a specially trained and oriented administrative function, faculty
and counseling system for these [community college] programs (S-5).” Further discussion of
community college funding in Nevada has occurred more recently.
During the 2022 Community College Workforce Training & Programs Committee,
College of Southern Nevada President Federico Zaragoza brought up on multiple occasions the
need to reexamine the NSHE funding formula. Other community college presidents have spoken
about this need during public comment periods. The formula provides more weighted-funding to
higher-level classes (a 600-level graduate class garners more weighted-funding than a 100-level
introduction course), and it does not provide adequate funding for specific program courses, such
as nursing, taught at community colleges. This creates disparities in funding since high-need
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students in introductory classes and programming in trade classes are not receiving adequate
financial support. Modifying the NSHE funding formula falls under the purview of the Nevada
Legislature. It appears the AB450 study committee will recommend to the Legislature a bill draft
request at the 2023 Legislative Session to create a study committee on updating Nevada’s higher
education funding formula.
Following the Great Recession, other studies were commissioned by the State and NSHE
to research the role of community colleges in workforce development. Authority over community
colleges again came to the forefront of policy considerations, and in 2013 legislators passed Senate
Bill (SB) 391 to investigate funding and governance for Nevada’s two-year institutions (Nevada
Senate Bill No. 391, 2015). The proposal sought to place Nevada’s community colleges under the
purview of the Nevada Department of Education, which oversees K-12 education in the state.
During the 2015 session, SB493 and SB496 (two measures recommended by the SB391 study
committee to establish STEM workforce challenge grants and a Workforce Development Rapid
Response Investment Program, respectively) died in the Senate Finance committee (Nevada
Senate Bill No. 493, 2015 and Nevada Senate Bill No. 496, 2015). Although these bills did not
pass, some ideas were adopted through other funding tools and budgets, such as the STEM
Workforce Challenge Grant Part I (Nevada Governor’s Office of Science, Innovation, and
Technology, n.d.). In 2017, AB331 from then-Assemblyman Ira Hanson, which sought to create
a Nevada System of Community Colleges, failed to move forward after one hearing in the
Assembly Education committee (Nevada Assembly Bill No. 331, 2017). In 2019, SB255 sought
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to establish the Nevada Reconnect Scholarship for adults to return to a community college for an
associate degree or higher; it too, failed (Nevada Senate Bill No. 255, 2019). (See Figure 1 in the
Appendix for a timeline on these legislative proposals.) In the most recent season, Senator Hanson
once again unsuccessfully ran his community college system bill (Nevada Senate Bill No. 321,
2021). The Governor’s Office introduced AB450, which was passed to form another study
committee to investigate community colleges and workforce development.
Around the time of the work being done by the SB391 interim study committee, the Lincy
Institute at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas released two policy briefs which discussed the
need for community college reform in the state (2014). At the time, Nevada was one of four states
with a single consolidated governing board overseeing all public higher education institutions
within the state. Report author Magdalena Martinez estimated that “by 2020, 58% of Nevada jobs
will require some form of meaningful postsecondary certificate or degree” and a study by
Complete College America found that only 28% of Nevadans in 2011 had an associate degree or
higher (p. 3). Martinez goes on to write that:

As it stands now, Nevada ranks at or near the bottom on most national measures [related
to educational attainment]; as such the prospect of meaningful change for two-year
colleges under the current governance structure is doubtful due to the inability to truly align
local needs with the mission and work of surrounding public colleges (p. 10).
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As of 2020, approximately 33.3% of Clark County residents and 40% of Washoe County
residents over the age of 25 held an associate degree or higher. Douglas and Storey Counties had
the highest percentage of individuals with an associate degree or higher, at 43.7% and 42%,
respectively (Federal Reserve Economic Data).
The second Lincy brief, by Martinez, David F. Damore, and Robert E. Lang, proposed a
new governance structure for the state’s community colleges, placing lead oversight to the Nevada
Legislature and formulating governance by a Nevada Office of Higher Education (NOHE)
Coordinating Board and administration under NOHE (2014, p. 8). (See Figure 2 and 3 in the
Appendix for an organizational chart on this proposed structure.) The proposed system includes
three district governing boards and a state-wide board for profit and not-for-profit institutions in
the state. In analyzing the current state of higher education in Nevada, the report authors conclude:

The underachievement and underutilization of many of the state’s higher education
institutions and their exclusive dependency on state general funds, which for the smaller
campuses necessitate an unsustainable level of state subsidization, suggests that a
restructuring of higher education administration and governance that empowers localities
and builds on the state’s economic efforts is long overdue (p. 11).

Highlighted in these policy briefs is a lack of effective governance for Nevada’s
community college system. Indeed, Nevada also does not provide any local funding for its
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community colleges and efforts to reform the state’s community college governance structure have
failed before at the Legislature. In states which provide local funding for community colleges,
there tends to be more control associated with community college governance, as governance tends
to “follow the money” (Tollefson, 2009). This is evident in Arizona, which Nevada and former
NSHE Chancellor Jim Rogers looked towards in prior funding and governance reform discussions.
In general, local funding and control could lead to better governance for community colleges.

Workforce Development and Higher Education in Nevada
Workforce development in Nevada is spread across several executive departments, with
some local boards to facilitate programming. GOED was founded in 2011 to attract businesses to
Nevada and grow the state’s economy (Governor’s Office of Economic Development, 2022). As
an agency, GOED focuses on the state and local policy environment as it relates to furthering
economic development and allowing for private enterprise and employers to thrive in the state.
GOED provides incentives for business relocation, film tax credits, and is the conduit for other
state programs for investment, such as the Knowledge Fund and Opportunity Zones. A board of
nine voting members, which is chaired by the Governor, oversees the Office (Governor’s Office
of Economic Development, 2020). The NSHE Chancellor also sits on the board as a non-voting
member, and the Office works with regional development authorities and governments to fulfill
Nevada’s strategic initiatives towards economic diversification. In 2017, the board voted to fund
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the Workforce Innovation for the New Nevada (WINN) Program with the intention of bolstering
the state’s advanced manufacturing capabilities (Akers, 2017).
The Department of Training, Employment, and Rehabilitation is the main workforce
development agency in the State of Nevada (Nevada Department of Training, Employment, and
Rehabilitation, 2022). It is the agency which receives federal funding on behalf of the State and
localities for workforce development and, as in the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, for example,
extended unemployment insurance. Many of its services for employment opportunities are offered
through Nevada JobConnect centers or one-stop career locations. These platforms allow
employers to post job offerings and apprenticeships, and for prospective employees to search for
positions within their salary range, experience, and industry. The 2014 federal Workforce
Innovation and Opportunity Act established a Governor’s Workforce Development Board (with a
majority of members required to represent business interests), and Nevada has two regional boards
to facilitate this agenda; Workforce Connections in Southern Nevada and Nevadaworks in
Northern Nevada (Nevada Department of Training, Employment, and Rehabilitation, 2022). Their
mission is to help adults, dislocated workers, and youths prepare for and obtain full employment.
EmployNV is another platform to help link job seekers with employers, and it is under the federal
American Job Center network (EmployNV, 2022).
NSHE has a standing committee of University Regents which advise on workforce
development. NSHE serves as the administrative unit for Nevada’s eight higher education
institutions. The University Board of Regents has thirteen members who serve as a governing body
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over the eight institutions, with no delineation among the needs of four community colleges, one
state college, two research universities, and a research institution. There are eight standing
committees on the Board, and the Workforce Committee is tasked with “[advising] the Board on
workforce training programs offered by the community colleges… [considering] and
[recommending] Board policies that support workforce development and training programs…”
and “[making] recommendations to align the degree and workforce credentialing programs offered
by the community colleges” (Nevada System of Higher Education, 2022). In 2021, its predecessor
subcommittee on Community Colleges met three times.
The labeling of community colleges is problematic in Nevada since typically, community
colleges only offer two-year associate degrees and certificates. The U.S. Department of Education
lists Nevada as having no public community colleges through its Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (The Lincy Institute, Brookings Mountain West 2022; Damore et. al,
2021). This is because every college in the state offers a four-year degree program. In a White
House Fact Sheet regarding the disbursement of American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funds to
Nevada higher education institutions, it lists only two community colleges (Truckee Meadows and
Western Nevada College) (White House, n.d.). Great Basin College is described as “other colleges
and universities in Nevada.” Outside of the inconsistency in labeling for the ARPA summary, the
ramifications of this issue date to 2010, when at the time there was only one federally defined
public community college in the state; Truckee Meadows. This institution was the main avenue
for money from the Trade Adjustment Assistance Community College and Career Training Grant
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Program to facilitate economic recovery following the Great Recession. Out of $1.9 billion offered
by the federal government for this program, Nevada was awarded less than $24 million (Trade
Adjustment Assistance Community College and Career Training State Profiles, Nevada). Only
$2.5 million went to the College of Southern Nevada, which serves a region that includes 75% of
the state’s population.
Thankfully, Nevada institutions were able to receive ARPA funding in 2021, but Nevada
colleges may have had difficulty receiving funds if they were required to conform to federal
definitions of a community college. Indeed, GOED has also identified this issue in the state’s
ability to access federal funds and has recommended that “Nevada needs genuine community
colleges based on their communities. Nevada should redefine [its community colleges] to align
with the federal government’s definition of a two-year college” (SRI International, et. al., 2020 p.
47). Nevada lawmakers and members of the AB450 study committee may want to question why
more and more two-year colleges in the state have been offering more four-year degree programs
over the past few years, and if this structure is sustainable. The NSHE funding formula rewards
more upper-division credit hours. An institution such as Great Basin College in Elko, which is
nearly 300 miles away from the University of Nevada, Reno, many need to offer these courses for
residents, but it is unclear why other colleges located near four-year degree institutions should do
the same. The vast distance makes it difficult for Elko and rural residents to access a four-year
college, so Great Basin has stepped in to fill that need. Other community colleges throughout the
state may not need to do the same if they are geographically proximate to state universities.
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Higher Education in Comparative Mountain West States
The Mountain West states of Nevada, Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and Utah provide
insights and a comparative landscape into the Southwest U.S. on policy issues. Comparing Nevada
to its neighboring states yields key takeaways on what policy measures are effective within the
region and what Nevada could do to better its state and local policies. In comparing the Mountain
West states, Nevada stands as an outlier in that there is no delineation between community colleges
and other higher education institutions in governance and administration.
Arizona has twelve regents, ten of whom are appointed by the Governor. The Governor
and Superintendent of Public Institution serve as ex-officio members on the Board (Arizona Board
of Regents, 2022). Eight of the regular members serve eight-year terms, and two student members
serve two-year terms each. The Regents oversee only the state’s public research universities
(Northern Arizona University, Arizona State University, and the University of Arizona) and there
are ten community college districts throughout the state, each of which has a governing board of
at least five members (Maricopa County, where Phoenix is located, has an at-large member)
(Arizona Community Colleges, 2022). The community college districts are structured in a way
that geographically represents the diverse community interests of Arizona, including the
population clusters of central Arizona having two districts (Maricopa Community Colleges and
Central Arizona Colleges), the Arizona Western College district in Mojave, La Paz, and Yuma
Counties, and colleges in the Eastern part of the state which serve many Native American
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communities. A recent development in Arizona higher education is that starting in 2023,
community colleges will be allowed to offer four-year degrees (Willard, 2021). Community
colleges will continue to be governed under the same structure, but four-year universities will no
longer have a monopoly on four-year bachelor’s degrees in the state. It remains to be seen how
many four-year programs will be offered at these institutions.
Colorado has a Department of Higher Education, and its trustees oversee policy in this area
(Colorado Department of Higher Education, 2022). The University of Colorado (with four
campuses) is governed by nine regents, one from each of the state’s seven Congressional Districts,
and two-statewide officials (University of Colorado, 2022). These members serve staggered, sixyear terms. There are thirteen community colleges in over thirty-five locations throughout the
state, and they are governed by eleven board members, nine of whom are appointed by the
Governor from the seven Congressional districts and two-statewide positions (Colorado
Community College System, 2022). These members serve four-year terms, and there can be no
more than five representatives from a political party. There is also a non-voting faculty member
and student member, who each serve one-year terms.
In New Mexico, the Higher Education Department was founded in 2005 as a cabinet
agency (New Mexico Higher Education Department, 2022a). Its Secretary is confirmed by the
State Senate, and the Office is tasked with administering higher education in the State. Other
positions outside of the Secretary include officers and legal counsel, which provide “guidance and
leadership” for New Mexico schools. The State has seven four-year public colleges, many of which
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have separate community college branches (New Mexico Higher Education Department, 2022b).
For example, Eastern New Mexico University has community college campuses in Roswell and
Ruidoso, while New Mexico State University has two-year branch campuses in four localities.
There are ten of these branch colleges. There are also eight independent community colleges and
four tribal colleges, for a total of twenty-nine higher education institutions in New Mexico (which
has approximately one million fewer residents than Nevada). Every institution in New Mexico has
its own Board of Regents or Board of Trustees.
Utah’s higher education system is perhaps most similar to Nevada’s out of the Mountain
West states analyzed, albeit with key differences. The Utah Board of Higher Education recently
underwent changes and beginning in July 2020, it combined two separate university and technical
college governance boards into one (Tanner, 2020). The new Utah Board of Higher Education has
18 members, all appointed by the Governor. Sixteen members serve six-year terms, and two
students each serve for one year (Utah System of Higher Education, 2022). Composition of board
members is evenly split to represent the eight public universities and eight technical colleges in
the state. The reasoning behind modification of the Board (which governs the Utah System of
Higher Education) is that merging governance allows for students to more easily transition from a
technical college to a four-year institution. NSHE officials use a similar rationale in maintaining
the higher education status quo in the State of Nevada. However, these governance changes in
Utah still preserve a degree of separation between technical community colleges and research
institutions, in that the composition of members must evenly represent both types of postsecondary
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education. This is not true for the NSHE or in how elected members of the Nevada Board of
Regents represent and govern institutions in Nevada. There is only one true community college in
Utah (Salt Lake City Community College), with ten campuses in the metro area. All other trade
schools offer four-year degree programs.

Higher Education Funding in the Mountain West
Funding formulas are an integral mechanism of policy considerations in higher education.
Within the nexus of community college funding and governance, much remains to be researched.
Hammond, Baser, and Cassell (2020) conclude that in general, for states with more centralized
governance of community colleges, there is less local financial support. However, that does not
necessarily mean that funding falls during economic downturns (it generally stays flat), but greater
local support typically leads to an increase in funding. This is because during a recession, as more
workers are unemployed and looking to upskill or retrain, communities on the frontlines of
economic downturns are more likely to invest in job training programs. Hammond, Baser, and
Cassell also examine funding formulas and community college outcomes in relation to
socioeconomic contexts, including state population, income inequality, and unemployment. They
summarize existing literature, finding that states with larger populations tend to have a larger tax
base to provide more funding for higher education. In states with high income inequality, there
tends to be less support for higher education funding. Lastly, states with high unemployment rates
could denote a weaker economy, so there is less of a funding base for community college programs
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in general. The authors note that additional research is needed in this area, as much of the higher
education governance literature is on the effects of governance for four-year institutions, rather
than community colleges. Further, some of the literature in this field is pre-Great Recession.
The current NSHE funding formula was adopted after much controversy. Former NSHE
Chancellor Dan Klaich resigned in 2016 after being accused of misleading legislators during 2011
and 2012 meetings regarding the formation of the new funding formula for all of Nevada’s higher
education institutions (Barnes 2016b). The former president of Western Nevada College, Carol
Lucey, described the adoption of the funding formula as “they [the regents and chancellor] just
have no clue about what they did to community colleges. They just don’t understand and I don’t
think they ever will” (Barnes, 2016a). By providing state funding under a completion-based
metric, rather than attendance or cost-of-program analysis, community colleges and their students
are disadvantaged by an inequitable funding mechanism. Programs are not being funded at cost.
State universities in Nevada receive more funding than community colleges under the
NSHE funding formula since they offer 300, 400, and graduate level courses, whereas community
colleges generally do not. However, community colleges have moved in recent years to offer
higher-weighted classes to compete for more funding. The current funding formula has
incentivized Nevada community colleges to offer four-year degrees, which is questionable at best
and unsustainable at worst. Certain technical programs, such as the nursing program at College of
Southern Nevada, are not being funded at an adequate level, since they are 100 and 200 level
courses but cost the college more to run than is provided by the formula (College of Southern

22

Nevada, 2022). NSHE Officer in Charge Crystal Abba, who took over as Co-Chair of the
committee after former NSHE Chancellor Melody Rose’s resignation in April 2022, discussed at
the most recent meeting that the committee should consider making a recommendation to the
Legislature to study updating the NSHE funding formula in the next biennium.
Nevada and Utah are the only two states in the Mountain West states analyzed that do not
offer local funding for community colleges. Arizona provides the most local support, at 61.4%,
followed by New Mexico at 31.4%, and Colorado at 17.7% (when considering the 2016-2017
academic school year) (Grema, Booth, et. al, 2021). (See Table 1 in the Appendix for the percent
of local funding for community colleges.) In fiscal year 2020, Arizona provided $95.6 million in
state general fund revenue to community colleges, and $23.2 million in other non-appropriated
funds to support community colleges (Arizona Legislature, n.d.). The state uses three statutory
funds at the state level (STEM, workforce, and equalization aid) (Arizona Legislature, 2021).
Additional state support is offered to Rural County Reimbursement, Tribal Colleges, Rural Aid,
and Urban Aid. Other funding sources for Arizona community colleges include local property
taxes, student tuition, fees, and grants. The reliance on property taxes, however, comes with risk,
as Pima and Maricopa County college districts have had their state support cut to $0 in previous
years (Smith, 2015). If local funding is provided for community colleges, lawmakers may use that
as a reason to justify state budget cuts.
Most of the financial support for community colleges in Arizona is at the local level.
Community college governing boards have the right to raise property levies. As an example,
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Maricopa County Community College District has a primary and secondary levy. In 2021, the
combination of these two levies yielded a 0.12257% tax rate on property. For a $200,000 home,
this would equate to $245.14 per year in local funding for community colleges in Maricopa County
(Maricopa County Community College Faculty Association, 2021; Maricopa County, Office of
Budget and Finance, n.d.). The state still has not recovered to pre-Great Recession funding levels
for students (when adjusted for inflation). As a matter of fact, Arizona cut state support for higher
education at the highest rate in the nation (fifty-eight percent) from pre-2008 levels. The state does
provide support in specialized areas, however, for community colleges. For example, in fiscal year
2023, the legislature approved, and the governor signed into law, funding for $8.6 million in STEM
grant funds for community colleges and an additional $30 million to support manufacturing
initiatives (Maricopa Community Colleges, 2022). The $30 million state investment will establish
six new manufacturing training centers at local colleges.
Colorado has a mandate wherein the state’s higher education funding formula must be
revisited every five years (Gonzales, 2020). The newest funding formula was passed in 2020 and
includes seven weights for each institution. Eighty percent is split across four categories at twenty
percent each: enrollment of underrepresented minority students, retention rate, graduation rate,
and enrollment of students from low-income families (Colorado General Assembly, 2020;
Gonzales, 2020). The remaining twenty percent of the formula is ten percent for Colorado resident
enrollment, and five percent each for credentials awarded and for students who are first in their
families to attend college. The funding formula was reformed to incentivize and provide support
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for institutions to enroll and graduate students who have the most difficulty in applying for and
completing college.
In the past, Colorado’s higher education funding formula was based on performance
metrics, while now it is geared towards providing lower-income students with needed support. An
institution that enrolls more lower-income students will receive more funding in that weight, which
it can use to offer support and services for the student to increase graduation rates (which is tied
to another twenty percent in funding weight). To that end, with the revamping of the funding
formula, administrators at larger Colorado institutions were cognizant of the fact that they might
lose out on state funding since the new formula does not reward overall enrollment. Despite the
fact, every institution president supported the new funding formula (Gonzales, 2020). Proponents
have called the formula a step towards providing more equity and support for disadvantaged
students to graduate. The state’s target is for sixty-six percent of Colorado residents to have a
credential or degree.
Colorado receives one of the lowest shares of state fiscal support for higher education.
With budget reductions as a result of the Great Recession and COVID-19 pandemic, Colorado
institutions have had to raise tuition to fund higher costs and declining enrollment following the
pandemic. During the last legislative session, although the state was able to provide additional
funding for higher education, tuition is estimated to increase two percent for residents and three
percent for non-resident students within the next academic year (Gonzales, 2022). Federal

25

pandemic aid was able to bolster revenue for a time, but inflation and rising costs will be a
challenge in future funding cycles.
Given these circumstances, policymakers are looking for creative ways to financially
support the state’s community colleges. A bill moving through the legislature would provide a $91
million grant program to support training and obtainment of degrees for specific jobs in local
communities (Colorado General Assembly, 2022). Colorado community colleges offer programs
which provide students with specific training for in-demand local jobs, such as teaching, fireprevention management, and ecosystem sciences. The intent of the grant, which would support
and bolster existing community college programs, is to ensure that students are connected to local
jobs and filling specific area needs. Institution leaders work closely with local chambers to modify,
restructure, or cancel programs if labor market conditions change. Legislators are also considering
bills to track student outcomes, such as where they are being employed, and to provide more
support for stackable credentials (Gonzales, 2020). Funding for higher education in Colorado
undergoes constant reevaluation due to legislative requirements.
New Mexico’s higher education funding formula is primarily based on student-outcomes
and outputs. The state provides financial support at a base level every year (ninety-eight percent
in fiscal year 2022) and redistributes the rest (two percent) based on performative metrics. For the
2022 fiscal year, total funding for New Mexico’s twenty-four institutions was $617.6 million.
$602.3 million remained at the same institution it was at previously, $12.3 million was
redistributed throughout the system, and an additional $3.1 million in new funding was allocated.
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The outcome funding (redistributed funds and additional financial support for a total of $15.4
million) was award across five metrics; thirty-three percent awarded to schools based on total
graduation, thirteen and a half percent for STEM-H (science, technology, engineering, math, and
health) degrees, eighteen and a half percent for degree completion of at-risk students ($5,000 or
less in family support, based on FAFSA data), twenty percent for school-specific missions, and
fifteen percent for total student-credit hours. (See Figure 4 in the Appendix for a chart that breaks
down New Mexico’s funding formula.)
Completion funding is based on credit-hours (lower-division, upper-division, and
graduate) across three different tiers. The weighted level of support varies from $1 per credit hour
(Tier I lower division) to $10.48 per credit (Tier III graduate). Tier I programs include liberal arts,
humanities, and business, Tier II are general and technical sciences, and Tier III are health sciences
and engineering programs (Higher Education Department Staff, 2020).
The New Mexico higher education funding formula is not codified in state law, and neither
is its review process. However, a technical advisory committee evaluates it every two to three
years, but that process is not based on any set procedure. A 2018 legislative review found that
shifts in the funding formula can hurt small colleges, especially those that lack significant local
funding (Program Evaluation Unit, New Mexico Legislative Finance Committee, 2018). Since the
implementation of the funding formula in fiscal year 2013, credentials have gone up, but not
necessarily in high-need areas. General education associate degrees have increased, but that has
not translated into more bachelor’s or graduate degrees, and the report recommended shifting the
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formula to ensure students pursue degrees which enable them to acquire jobs after graduation. It
also recommended that the state’s workforce development agency create a database to track wages
and outcomes for students who completed degrees at New Mexico institutions. It appears the
department went through a request for applications period to create the database, but as of May
2022, the database is not up and running. The report praises the adoption of an outcomes-based
formula, since before the update, the state awarded credit-hours and building square footage. This
incentivized campuses to prioritize construction and filling large freshman classes, but not to
monitor or reward completion. Since the adoption of the funding formula, completion rates have
increased, but degrees for at-risk and STEM-H candidates have increased by only an “average”
amount, according to the report.
New Mexico is one of a growing number of states which has introduced Opportunity
Scholarships to allow some students to attend college for free (Attanasio, 2022). The state has also
worked to allow students to use federal funding for needs such as gas, transportation, and housing.
However, programs like the Opportunity Scholarship are dependent on economic conditions and
one-time federal support. Seventy-five million dollars is being provided to allow some students to
attend college for free, but that is only for one year. A similar scholarship in New Mexico (the
Lottery Scholarship) was cut in 2017; it used to provide one hundred percent support for students
but the level of support decreased to sixty percent. However, it is solvent again to provide one
hundred percent support for at least the next four years. Despite the increase in state support,
colleges and universities in the state have raised their tuition; it increased nine percent at New
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Mexico Tech and four percent at other institutions, attributable to new scholarships being provided
and an increase in costs.
Budgeting for the Utah System of Higher Education includes four categories. They are
compensation and mandatory increases; institution priorities (such as operations and management,
performance, and career and technical education), growth funding, and regent priority initiatives
(Amon, 2020). The performance funding formula for the University of Utah includes weights for
five categories: fifteen percent for completion, ten percent for underserved students, twenty-five
percent for market demand, ten percent for research, and forty percent for awards for full-time
equivalency (Amon, 2020). From the information located, it is unclear if this formula extends to
institutions beyond the University of Utah. Based on a calculation from the provided performance
funding allocation and the number of enrolled students at various institutions in Utah, the perstudent allocation is around a few hundred dollars. Overall state support for higher education in
Utah is $2.4 billion (Amon, 2020). With over two hundred and eleven thousand students and no
local funding, average per student spending is approximately $11,400 per year in Utah.

Economic Diversity and Conditions in the Mountain West
The economic effects following the COVID-19 pandemic linger. Employers have reported
a shortage of workers and this year alone, the labor force participation rate in Nevada dropped
from sixty percent in February to fifty-nine-point-seven percent in March. Further challenges on
the supply side of the economy, such as supply chain disruptions, caused the U.S. economy to
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contract in the first quarter of 2022, and inflation was eight and a half percent in the year ended
March 2022, the highest level in over forty years (Cambon, 2022, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2022). Given these circumstances, it is likely that some Nevada workers, especially those in
communities historically left behind, will continue to struggle as the economy returns to a “new
normal” following the unprecedented economic and social upheaval of the coronavirus pandemic.
Current issues in the labor market have been described as a “skills mismatch” and
individuals reconsidering their life priorities following a public health crisis. A December 2021
jobs event in Las Vegas hosted by Governor Sisolak saw only two thousand one hundred attendees
for nearly seventeen thousand job openings (Office of Governor Steve Sisolak, 2021). Nationally,
there are more job openings available than workers to fill them, and for structural reasons (such as
historic and systemic racism in communities of color), individuals are being left out of the labor
market. Concerns over childcare and inflexible working schedules are also keeping individuals out
of the labor force (Henry-Nickie, Seo, Barr, 2022). Community colleges may offer a path forward
for individuals to get retrained and upskilled in better-paying and more flexible work settings, as
well as open opportunities for career advancement in the same field.
Mountain West states have sought to take advantage of federal funds by investing in
infrastructure to support workforce development programs at local community colleges to prepare
workers for openings in in-demand positions. In Arizona, Intel launched a partnership with the
Maricopa County Community College District to provide an associate degree program in artificial
intelligence (Intel News Byte, 2020). The Western Colorado Community College Flight School is
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training students to obtain their pilot’s licenses after a shortage of workers in the aviation industry,
and Microsoft recently announced a plan to train a quarter million community college students for
cybersecurity jobs (Coleman, 2021; Nellis, 2021). Nevada’s neighboring states are moving
forward with plans to make their economies more resilient and provide opportunities for those
looking to make career changes or advance professionally.
According to Mark Muro and Yang You (2021) at the Brookings Institution, all Mountain
West states are poised to face a projected employment decrease between 2019 and 2029. (See
Figure 5 in the Appendix for a map of projected employment declines in the Mountain West.)
Nevada faces the most severe reduction in the nation, at a three percent decline. In comparison,
Utah is expected to face the least employment reduction in the Mountain West at less than two
percent, ranking nineteenth in the nation. Given these considerations, Nevada must reevaluate its
workforce priorities and develop ways to minimize economic losses. It would be advisable for the
state and for local community colleges to continue pursuing partnerships with private employers
(such as between Haas Automation and the College of Southern Nevada) to help diversify the
state’s economy (Apgar, 2021). Nevada and New Mexico also have the least diversified economies
in the Mountain West states analyzed; their Hachman Index scores (a measurement of economic
diversity for a state based on a mix of different types of industries; the higher the number, the more
diverse the state’s economy) were 73.8% and 63.2%, respectively. Both states are in the bottom
fifth of national rankings. Arizona, Utah, and Colorado, meanwhile, rank in the top fifth of the
Hachman Index at 95.9%, 95.5%, and 94.2%, respectively (Utah Economic Council, 2022).
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Nevada has room to grow in its economic diversity (The Lincy Institute and Brookings Mountain
West, 2022). Community colleges can help to shape the future of work, equity, and prosperity for
Nevada’s future and its residents.

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations
Nevada is an outlier in higher education practices and policies in the Mountain West.
Policy discussions to separately govern community colleges in the state have been ongoing for
fifty-four years, and efforts to change the current structure have continuously been ignored. With
the economic disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the Governor’s desire to align
community colleges with Nevada’s workforce development, now is the time for the Nevada
Legislature to consider community college reform. Nevada may benefit from enacting changes to
comport more closely with neighboring states on economic development and workforce training.
The following are policy recommendations for the Nevada Legislature:
● Define the mission and function of community colleges in the State of Nevada
● Update the higher education funding formula
● Remove Nevada community colleges from the governance purview of the University
Board of Regents and create a separate governing body for these institutions
● Require higher education institutions to track and analyze employment and earning
outcomes for students (include those who have graduated, transferred, or dropped out), and
provide the funding to do so
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● Consider localizing control of Nevada’s community colleges along with allowing for local
jurisdictions and counties to financially support them
● Have community colleges work with the Governor’s Office of Economic Development to
regionalize workforce development priorities
● Allow and incentivize institution presidents to create partnerships with unions and local
businesses to develop curriculums, apprenticeships, and pathways to certification for indemand occupations, such as in the areas of heating, ventilation, air condition (HVAC),
commercial driver’s license (CDL), advanced manufacturing, and computer programming
● Provide wrap-around services for students at community colleges to support them with
non-academic financial needs
● Allow students to receive financial aid even if they are non-degree seeking
● Transition Great Basin College into a four-year degree institution
● Consider giving local governments (such as cities and counties) oversight and governance
input over community colleges

Areas for Future Research
Future areas of research on the topic of community college governance and workforce
development could discuss measurable ways in how governance affects community college
outcomes, if at all. For example, the number of students who were employed in Arizona by a new
or relocating company after completing their certificate or two-year degree could be evaluated,
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given the state’s local governance structure of community colleges. This could be compared with
a state that has a centralized governance structure. Granted, data on student outcomes is required
for this type of analysis. The political considerations of allowing Arizona community colleges to
offer four-year degrees and the restructuring of the Utah Board of Higher Education could also be
explored in more detail. A quantitative research methods study could be utilized as well, such as
investigating location quotients for each metro region in the Mountain West with a community
college and if school curriculum affects these metrics. A qualitative approach would be a casestudy analysis of completion and employment rates at select Mountain West community colleges,
or interviewing community college stakeholders about recent efforts in their state and area. Lastly,
the role of the pandemic on economic conditions and educational opportunities must continue to
be monitored to align Nevada’s workforce needs with the ideal mission of community colleges.
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Appendix

Appendix
Figure 1:

SB391 (Study Committee
on Community College
Funding + Governance)

2013

AB331 (Separate two-year
colleges from four-year
universities)

2015

SB496 and SB493 (two
bills recommended from
SB391) died in Finance
committees

2017

AB321 (repeat of AB331,
2017); AB450

2019

2021

SB225: Nevada Reconnect
Scholarship for adults to
return to community
colleges

Recent history of community college governance reform efforts in Nevada.
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Figure 2 and 3: Prior proposals for reforming community college governance in Nevada. See
Martinez, M., Damore, D. F., Lang, R. (2014). The Case for a New College Governance
Structure in Nevada: Integrating Higher Education with Economic Development. The Lincy
Institute Policy Brief Education Series (5), 1-15. Available at:
https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/lincy_publications/5
Table 1:
State

Percent Local Funding
Community Colleges

Local Appropriations, per FullTime Equivalent Student

Arizona

61.4

$5,422

Colorado

17.7

$1,331

New Mexico

31.4

$2,761

Nevada

0.0

$0

Utah

0.0

$0

Adapted from Bombardieri, Marcella. (2020). “Tapping Local Support to Strengthen Community
Colleges,” American Progress.
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Figure 4:

New Mexico Funding Formula Breakdown. See
https://www.nmlegis.gov/handouts/ALFC%20062221%20Item%201%20Funding%20Formula%
20Presentation%20FINAL%20PDF%202021.06.21.pdf
Figure 5:

Economic Comparisons in the Mountain West: Projected Employment Change Following
COVID-19, 2019-2029; See Muro, Mark and Yang You. “In some cities, the pandemic’s
economic pain may continue for a decade.” 2021. Brookings Institution.
Retrieved from: https://www.brookings.edu/research/in-some-cities-the-pandemics-economicpain-may-continue-for-a-decade

